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High Pathogenicity Avian Influenza and Wild Birds  

Advice for veterinarians and animal health professionals 

 
Version 1.1, 06 October 2022 

Summary 

From 2021-2022, high pathogenicity avian influenza (HPAI) H5N1 clade 2.3.4.4b has caused ongoing outbreaks 
of disease in wild birds throughout much of the North America, Europe, Asia and Africa. This strain of HPAI has 
not been detected in Australia. Mortalities have been observed in a wide range of species, seen as individual 
bird deaths and mass mortalities. While previous research has determined the risk of HPAI strains entering 
Australia via migratory birds to be low, the current global situation means an increased level of risk to 
Australia. With the return of migratory birds from the northern hemisphere to Australia from September to 
November, there is likely a higher chance for an introduction of HPAI viruses into Australia compared to 
previous years.  
 

This advice has been prepared for veterinarians and other animal health professionals who may be required to 
exclude or investigate HPAI in sick or dead wild birds. Avian influenza is a notifiable disease.   
 

Any unusual or mass mortality events in wild birds should be reported via the 
Emergency Animal Disease Watch Hotline on 1800 675 888.1 

 
For further details about avian influenza in wild birds see the WHA fact sheet2.  
 

Species affected 

The current sub-clade 2.3.4.4b of HPAI H5N1 appears to infect and cause disease in a wide range of species, 
much wider than previously observed with previous strains of HPAI viruses. This may have contributed to the 
current rapid (intercontinental) spread of the disease. 

• Wild birds: a wide range of species can be infected with HPAI virus. It should be assumed that all bird 
species may be infected by HPAI virus. 

• Poultry: poultry are particularly susceptible to infection with HPAI virus. 

• Wild mammals: mammals, especially carnivores and marine mammals are known to be susceptible to 
HPAI. Infection of terrestrial carnivores is presumed to occur via consuming infected birds that are 
either dead or alive. 

Clinical signs in wild birds 

• HPAI should be excluded in any unusual cluster of sick or dead birds.  
• HPAI should also be considered and excluded in individual sick or dead wild birds, including for example 

birds of prey (eagles, hawks, etc.). 
• Birds infected with HPAI virus may be found dead or show a wide range of clinical signs, including 

gastrointestinal, respiratory, and neurological signs or ocular opacities.   
• Some species may show only very mild clinical signs. 

 
1 The Emergency Animal Disease (EAD) Watch Hotline is a toll-free number that connects callers to the relevant state or 
territory officer. Anyone suspecting an EAD outbreak should use this number to get immediate advice and assistance. 
2 https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/FactSheets.aspx 

https://www.agriculture.gov.au/pests-diseases-weeds/animal/notifiable
https://www.outbreak.gov.au/report-outbreak
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/FactSheets.aspx
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/FactSheets.aspx
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Human infections 

Avian influenza is potentially zoonotic and contact with sick or dead birds should be avoided where possible.  
Precautions should be taken when handling or sampling potentially infected birds (see Biosecurity and PPE 
below). Human infections with the currently circulating HPAI H5N1 2.3.4.4b are uncommon and have been 
associated with close contact with infected birds. Symptoms may range from asymptomatic to severe (see 
Australian Department of Health and Aged Care).   

 

How to report suspect cases 

Avian influenza is a notifiable disease.  Report suspected or confirmed cases of avian influenza to: 
 

• Your local State/Territory WHA Coordinator 

• The 24-hour Emergency Animal Disease Watch Hotline on free call 1800 675 8883 

• The Department of Primary Industries or Agriculture in the State/Territory in which the event has 
occurred. 

Sample collection & diagnosis 

• Sample collection and submission for laboratory testing should be conducted under the advice of 

your State/Territory WHA Coordinator using appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE).  

• A primary diagnosis of avian influenza is usually via qPCR testing of oropharyngeal and cloacal swabs.   

Sample collection:  

• Using sterile swabs, collect samples individually from the oropharynx and the cloaca and place in tubes 
containing viral transport media.  

• If birds are showing neurological signs, a brain swab from a dead bird may also be collected into viral 
transport media. Only sample the brain if this can be achieved without increasing exposure risk. 

• Store samples at 4oC prior to submission.  

Biosecurity & personal protective equipment 

• Avian influenza viruses can be transmitted via direct contact with respiratory secretions and faecal 
material, as well as indirect exposure to contaminated environments or objects (e.g. clothing, boots, 
equipment, etc.). 

• Handling of sick and wild birds (or any animal suspected to be infected) should be conducted with full 
PPE, using gloves, a facemask and eye protection. 

• PPE should be removed properly to avoid self-contamination.  

• PPE and other potentially contaminated equipment should be thoroughly cleaned after use, followed 
by disinfection, or disposed of appropriately. 

• Particular attention should be given to hand washing with abundant soap and warm water and the use 
of hand sanitizer, including after handling birds and removing gloves. 

• Further advice on PPE and disinfection, directed to people currently working in locations impacted by 
HPAI, can be found in the WOAH recommendations. 

• Review and implementation of appropriate biosecurity measures are recommended in veterinary 
hospitals, rehabilitation settings and in the field, following the National Wildlife Biosecurity 
Guidelines and AVA Guidelines for Veterinary Biosecurity.   

 
3 The Emergency Animal Disease (EAD) Watch Hotline is a toll-free number that connects callers to the relevant state or 
territory officer. Anyone suspecting an EAD outbreak should use this number to get immediate advice and assistance. 

https://www.health.gov.au/diseases/avian-influenza-in-humans-bird-flu
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/ContactDetails.aspx
https://www.outbreak.gov.au/report-outbreak
https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/AboutUs/ContactDetails.aspx
https://www.woah.org/app/uploads/2022/08/avian-influenza-and-wildlife-risk-management-for-people-working-with-wild-birds.pdf
https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/National_Wildlife_Biosecurity_Guidelines.PDF
https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/National_Wildlife_Biosecurity_Guidelines.PDF
https://www.ava.com.au/siteassets/resources/veterinary-personal-biosecurity/guidelines-for-veterinary-personal-biosecurity-2017-final.pdf
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Guidelines & references 

Wildlife Health Australia 

- Fact sheet: Avian influenza in wild birds in Australia  

- Avian Influenza Technical Issue Update – Global High Pathogenicity Avian Influenza Events (Feb 2022) 

- National Wildlife Biosecurity Guidelines  

- A Wild Bird Surveillance program is in place across Australia 

 
The Australian Registry of Wildlife Health’s Sick and Dead Bird Health Surveillance Sample Collection Protocol 
Guidelines for the collection of samples for sick and dead wild birds, and will allow testing to rule out the presence 
of animal diseases of concern to Australia (such as avian influenza, West Nile Virus and Newcastle Disease) 

Australian Veterinary Association - Guidelines for Veterinary Personal Biosecurity  
 
Department of Health and Aged Care - Avian influenza in Humans 
 
World Organisation for Animal Health & IUCN Wildlife Health Specialist Group  - Avian Influenza and Wildlife: Risk 
management for people working with wild birds 

 

Further information 

AUSVETPLAN 

- The national on-the-ground response to avian influenza is in accordance with the Avian Influenza AUSVETPLAN. 
This plan sets specific guidelines for a response to avian influenza in poultry, zoo animals and wildlife in 
Australia. 

- The AUSVETPLAN Disease Strategy for Avian Influenza can be downloaded from Animal Health Australia 
website under Disease-specific documents.  

Additional Australian Biosecurity Manuals 

- National Farm Biosecurity Manuals – Poultry (e.g. Chickens) 

- National Zoo Biosecurity Manual  

Global Context 

- Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations (FAO):  

o Global AIV with Zoonotic Potential  situation update (includes full list of wild bird species) 

o Managing large-scale high pathogenicity avian influenza (HPAI) outbreaks in wild birds - Videos on FAO’s 
YouTube channel: Part 1, Part 2  

- Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals 

o Northern Winter 2021-2022 statement in response to die-offs of wild birds in UNESCO and Ramsar 
sites 

- WHO Global Influenza Programme Monthly Risk assessment summaries of influenza at the human-animal 
interface 

 

https://www.wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/FactSheets/Avian/Avian_Influenza_in_Wild_Birds_in_Australia.pdf
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/2022_02_NAIWB_TechnicalssueUpdate_NthHemisphere_HPAI.pdf
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/Portals/0/Documents/ProgramProjects/National_Wildlife_Biosecurity_Guidelines.PDF
https://wildlifehealthaustralia.com.au/ProgramsProjects/WildBirdSurveillance.aspx
https://arwh.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/SickDead-Bird-Surveillance_with-images.pdf
https://www.ava.com.au/siteassets/resources/veterinary-personal-biosecurity/guidelines-for-veterinary-personal-biosecurity-2017-final.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/diseases/avian-influenza-in-humans-bird-flu
https://www.woah.org/app/uploads/2022/08/avian-influenza-and-wildlife-risk-management-for-people-working-with-wild-birds.pdf
https://www.woah.org/app/uploads/2022/08/avian-influenza-and-wildlife-risk-management-for-people-working-with-wild-birds.pdf
https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/our-publications/ausvetplan-manuals-and-documents/
https://www.animalhealthaustralia.com.au/our-publications/ausvetplan-manuals-and-documents/
https://www.farmbiosecurity.com.au/industry/chickens/
https://www.zooaquarium.org.au/public/Animal-Welfare/Biosecurity/Public/Animal-Welfare/Biosecurity.aspx
https://www.fao.org/animal-health/situation-updates/global-aiv-with-zoonotic-potential/en
https://youtu.be/damySnrQuYY
https://youtu.be/ClJzwsq4E28
https://www.cms.int/sites/default/files/uploads/avian_influenza_0.pdf
https://www.cms.int/sites/default/files/uploads/avian_influenza_0.pdf
https://www.who.int/teams/global-influenza-programme/avian-influenza

